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Latin America and the Caribbean‘s natural resources have become an important tool for 
China‘s development. Consequently, diplomatic and economic Sino-Latin American 
relations have become relevant for both sides.  Despite the peaceful development of this 
relationship, Latin American countries‘ perception of China‘s presence remains 
ambivalent.  Notwithstanding these doubts, China‘s intentions to achieve a pacific and 
prosperous liaison with the area remain evident. The establishment of a uniform foreign 
policy for the region is an inaccurate measure of the diverse economic markets and 
political ideologies in the area.  This dissertation reviews the diversity of perceptions 
toward China that Latin American countries hold.  Moreover, this research finds how, 
over time, China is starting to become influential in the foreign policy of Latin America 
and the Caribbean countries, which see the necessity to strengthen policies of co-
operation. 
 
This dissertation also examines the role of Latin American scholars‘ statements in 
understanding the political turmoil that characterized the engagement of China in the 
area.  Not much attention is paid to the different interpretations of China‘s impact to 
Latin American preferences. The study concludes that perceptions of economic and 
political opportunities have not been confronted with interpretations of the Chinese threat 
to Latin American economies. Latin American regional foreign policy is influenced by 
the commercial opportunity that China could bring to the area.  
  
Overall, despite the initial interpretation that the rise of an economic power must 
represent a threat, China has wisely followed the path of peace and cooperation.  Despite 
the diverse economic ties that China has developed with every Latin American country, 
most Latin American nations have emphasized the financial and growth opportunities of 
this relationship rather than any potential threats. 
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Since the end of the Cold War, the rise of China is said to have become one of the most 
important developments in the international arena.  There are a variety of perceptions 
about the implications of China becoming an economic power.  These different 
interpretations have influenced foreign policies towards China.  Actors such as Latin 
American countries are playing an important role in power struggle between the United 
States, with its long-standing influence, and China.  
 
Latin American countries play an important role in raising China‘s power, as they 
provide commodities.  For years, Latin America was known as ―The American 
Backyard‖.1  China‘ s engagement brings certain concerns in this area.  Gonzalo Paz, in 
his paper: ―Rising China‘s Offensive in Latin America and the US Reaction‖, tried to 
analyze China‘s objectives and purposes for the study. China‘s actions outside of its area 
of direct influence are unconventional and consist of economic development of its trading 
partners and self-confident foreign policy expansion.2  
 
Since the United States was declared the winner of the Cold War, the influence on its 
southern neighbors has been largely unchallenged.  However, Peter Hakim has raised 
some serious concerns, questioning whether Washington is now losing Latin America. 
Whilst China‘s offensive policy is promoting multipolarity, multilateralism, and trans-
regionalism, Hakim states that currently there is a non-proactive United States (US) 
                                                        
1 Michael Shifter and Daniel Joyce, ―No Longer Washington‘s Backyard,‖ Current History 108, 
no. 715 (2009): 51–57. 
2 According to Gonzalo Sebastián Paz, ―Rising China‘s ‗Offensive‘ in Latin America and the US 

















policy in Latin America. 3  The engagement of China in Latin America is not only 
successful per se, it is also because the United States has taken the alignment of the area 
for granted.4  
 
William Ratliff counsels cooperation in the relationship between China, the United States, 
and Latin America. A pattern of positive international relations could, in the near future, 
reduce the manipulation and exploitation that might hinder cooperation.  In essence, 
Ratliff considers that the framework of President Hu Jintao‘s governmental policies will 
find a balance in Latin America. This balance will include temporary loss of political or 
economic independence in pursuit of mutual benefits. Nevertheless, Latin American 
politicians such as Ricardo Lagos explain that, ―In 200 years of independence, Latin 
American countries have made little effort to become economically independent.‖
 5 There 
was little effort due to their problems of culture and institutions. For Ratliff, China‘s new 
engagement in the area caused Latin American and Caribbean countries (LAC) re-assess 
their previous dependence on the United States.6 
 
Since Latin American countries have a long history of American influence, the 
engagement of China in a south-south relationship*7 with Latin America has led to the 
development of a triangular relationship: 
                                                        
3 According to Peter Hakim, ―Is Washington Losing Latin America?,‖ Foreign Affairs, 2006, 25–
66. 
4 According to: Paz, ―Rising China‘s ‗Offensive‘ in Latin America and the US Reaction.‖ 
5 Ricardo Lagos, ―Chile En Un Mundo En Cambio,‖ Foreign Affairs En Español 1, no. 1 (2001): 
67–81. 
6 William Ratliff, ―In Search of a Balanced Relationship: China, Latin America, and the United 
States,‖ Asian Politics & Policy 1, no. 1 (2009): 1–30. 
7 *There is a traditional perception of development in industrialized countries that it is supported 
on the notion of assistance.  Rich nations are considered “the North”, in order to support the 
development efforts of the poorer nations, which are well-known as “the South”.  During the 
twentieth century, international relations display a new global unity of the geopolitics finds its 
roots in a new framework.  The first indicator of the role of Southern countries in international 
relations concerns new patterns in configuration of a global geopolitical arena.  As an example 
of these new patterns we can find: the G3, the BRICS, the G9 and new international 




















Figure 1: Triangular Relationship USA- PRC- LAC 
 
Margaret Myers and R. Evan Ellis highlight the interdependences and poli-lateral 
cooperation that can be found in this triangular relationship.8 The triangle concept has 
certain resonance from the perspectives of the United States and the People‘s Republic of 
China (PRC). But, Latin America‘s perspective is hard to define. 
 
Jiang Shixue argues that, ―Latin American countries seem to be more comfortable 
strengthening the relationships with multiple extra-regional actors.‖ 9  Latin American 
countries are not trapped in between two global powers. Moreover, Latin America is 
considered as a ―unitary actor‖ in this triangular concept.10 Foreign policies were applied 
to the region without considering the differences between each country‘s economic or 
political situations. The Sino-Latin American relationship is more divergent, compared to 
the former hegemonic relationship that Latin America had shared with the United States.  
                                                        
8 According to: Robert Evan Ellis, ―The United States, Latin America and China: ‗A Triangular 
Relationship,‘‖ Inter-American Dialogue Working Paper, 2012, 15. 
9 Jiang Shixue, ―Una Mirada China a Las Relaciones Con América Latina,‖ Nueva Sociedad, no. 
203 (2006): 62–78. 






















Hence, Michael Shifter*11 explains that the triangular relationship as a concept has the 
following flaws:  
 
 There are other important actors that should be considered in the dynamic 
triangular relationship 
 Latin America should not be considered as a unitary actor. 
 The triangular dynamics imply that Latin America falls into the pattern of 
neocolonialism. 
 
The triangular concept does not include another important external actor who could make 
this dynamic relationship possible such as the BRICS, which include India and South 
Africa and which plays an important role in the Sino-Brazilian relationship without the 
presence of the United States.  Furthermore, Latin American leaders such as President 
Hugo Chavez broke the triangular interaction. This was achieved by fomenting anti-
American sentiment and by strengthening alliances with China and Russia. Nowadays, 
Latin American countries do not conceptualize their foreign relationships in terms of their 
ties with United States versus the People‘s Republic of China.12 
 
Another flaw of this theory is the precept that Latin America is one single actor within 
the triangular dynamics.  It is the most common mistake amongst western and Chinese 
scholars.  Many Latin American countries would rather increase their ties with each other. 
They would prefer not to interfere in complicated matters between the United States and 
the PRC.13  Evan Ellis explains that some Latin American countries are looking forward 
to expand their relationships with Asia. China seems to be a major conduit to help attain 
this goal.14 
                                                        
11 *Michael Shifter is the president of the Inter-American dialogue.  In several articles and 
declaration statements over the triangular relationship of United States, China and Latin 
American countries.  Moreover, the scholar defines the Latin American position in this triangular 
relationship. 
12 According to: Shifter and Joyce, ―No Longer Washington‘s Backyard,‖ 66. 
13 Ibid., 10. 


















The concept of triangular dynamics implies that the actions and decisions of the United 
States and the People‘s Republic of China will largely define outcomes for Latin America. 
Latin America is the third ―line‖ of the triangle. There is a divergence between the 
current multi-dimensional relationship of Latin American countries with China and the 
USA.15  The triangular concept should be directed towards balanced interdependence 
between the parties, but instead it develops a relationship that does not necessarily 
maintain an equal interaction.  
 
In the political realm, China‘s relationship with the United States has been predicated 
upon how the PRC behaves with Latin America. China brings a new alternative for some 
Latin American countries by introducing the ―Beijing Model‖ that could also be applied 
by the Western countries. China is peacefully rising. Its foreign policy towards Latin 
America tries to maintain a balance with the policy it has towards the United States.  The 
new ―Beijing model‖ proposes that prosperity can be achieved without heeding the 
United States.16 This perception encapsulates how China seeks a peaceful interaction 
within the international arena while it is aiming to rise economically.  
 
Nevertheless, countries such as Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuela whose governments 
seek to distance themselves from the US see a relationship with China as something 
symbolic: it implies anti-American sentiment.  This is certainly not the image that China 
wants to promote towards the United States.  In the following chapters, this paper will 
discuss different theories related to the interaction of both economic powers in the 
international arena, particularly in Latin American countries. 
 
Some American scholars consider that the growing influence of China in Latin America 
represents a threat for the United States‘ foreign policy.  In response to this concern, a 
Chinese spokesman has written:  
                                                        
15 According to Cynthia Arnson and Jeffrey Davidow, China, Latin America, and the United 
States: A New Triangle (Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, 2011), 77. 
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